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A Theological Response to Jerry
Marshall
Andrew Bradstock
University of Winchester, UK
Suspicion of enterprise and entrepreneurs is indeed widespread, as the writer implies,
and it is not absent from the church. It is sometimes said that churches and faith-
based agencies are not backward in expressing opinions about how wealth should
be distributed, but less excited about how it is generated, and there is some truth
in that – notwithstanding that a divine mandate to create wealth can be found at
the opening of Scripture (Genesis 2:15).
As the writer suggests, Jesus was involved in and had a good deal to say about
business, and the Scriptures have a positive view of it. There is little indication in
the Bible that the practice of buying and selling, or acquiring wealth, is to be con-
sidered a ‘second-rate’ activity, though it does condemn exploitative and dehumanis-
ing business practices.
The Bible also encourages heart-searching about the motives for engaging in
money-making activity: is the bottom line of one’s business activity to enable per-
sonal and social wellbeing – a term, our writer reminds us, related to the original
meaning of ‘wealth’ – or is it to do with a desire simply to accumulate? The tempta-
tion to ‘sin’, to act selfishly, is indeed something all of us face, entrepreneurs
included. As Esther Reed has suggested, perhaps Jesus’ problem with the farmer
in his parable who proposed to pull down his barns to build bigger ones (Luke
12) was not that he had been successful in business but that he had lost sight of
the fact that he was producing ‘goods’, something of potential use and benefit to
others (Reed, 2015, p. 54).
The common good is clearly served when entrepreneurial activity is directed
towards the kind of goals identified in this essay: the promotion of human flourish-
ing, the removal of poverty, the creation of jobs. As Pope Francis reminds us in his
2015 encyclical, Laudato Si:
Business is a noble vocation, directed to producing wealth and improving our world. It
can be a fruitful source of prosperity for the areas in which it operates, especially if it sees
the creation of jobs as an essential part of its service to the common good. (Pope Francis,
2015, p. 129)
Brian Griffiths, one of our leading commentators on the market from a Christian
perspective, argues that markets can promote the common good by enabling ‘the
integral development of all people’ – creating the opportunity for us to work, to
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participate in our communities and to develop spiritually. Markets can also contrib-
ute to the common good, Lord Griffiths argues, because ‘they enable human qual-
ities such as creativity, enterprise and adventure to flourish’ – in other words, they
‘go with the grain and not against the grain of human nature’ (Griffiths, 2015,
p. 141).
Churches can clearly support ‘enterprise’ where these qualities are encouraged.
The writer suggests that rural churches and local enterprise could be mutually
enriched by the experience of working together, and one wonders whether this
would work, not only as churches offer entrepreneurs ‘a place of spiritual refresh-
ment, teaching and accountability’, but as they remind them of their responsibilities
to uphold human dignity and encourage mutual respect between employers and
employees. Where workers are involved in decision-making, where the living
wage is paid, where people are considered as important as profit – there, surely,
levels of loyalty and productivity must only improve.
The writer talks of rural churches working with local enterprise, taking ‘local
enterprise’ here to mean small businesses or initiatives providing services to a par-
ticular community. The distinction the writer draws between ‘businesses owned
and managed by the same person or people’ and ‘big businesses, where ownership
and management are (typically and largely) separate and which tend to be located
in cities’ is helpful. The common good is not served by businesses which are
remote and operate in a ‘top-down’ way, or which dehumanise and devalue
people by excluding them from their decision-making processes and a share in
their profits.
A principle which should inform all enterprise is that of subsidiarity, a key aspect
of Catholic Social Teaching which is at the heart of an understanding of the common
good. Subsidiarity stresses the importance of community initiative, mutual
co-operation and de-centralization, and aims to ensure that decisions are taken as
closely as possible to the individual concerned. So a good local enterprise will be
one which seeks to encourage and enable people to make things happen themselves,
not one that assumes they need to have things done ‘for’ them or ‘to’ them. It is in our
local communities that we can be most effective at making change happen, where we
feel particularly empowered to work for the common good.
While churches can play a role in supporting local enterprise, they can also be
effective themselves at motivating and harnessing action, both by their members
and others who share their values. The writer mentions examples of local initiatives
generated by churches, such as cafes, community shops and children’s play facilities,
and the growth and impact of this phenomenon is worth emphasising.
A report on welfare provision for the Church of England in 2008 identified a
number of enterprises by rural churches, including the running of village post
offices following their closure (Davis, Paulhus, & Bradstock, 2008, p. 126). Evange-
lical churches have been particularly energetic and inventive in devising ways to
encourage their members to serve their local communities, adopting in the process
a very ‘entrepreneurial’ approach. As Jenny Sinclair, founder of the network
‘Together for the Common Good’ (T4CG) has noted, ‘Evangelical movements…
have applied their business ability to devising replicable programmes that the laity
can run from their own churches, in their neighbourhoods’. These programmes,
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which might involve helping with debt and addiction counselling, parenting, the
rehabilitation of ex-offenders and so on, often draw in thousands of volunteers
and have the merit of being self-sustaining (Sinclair, 2015).
While having no hidden agenda, programmes with a focus on serving and enga-
ging the local community will often have the ‘unintended consequence’ of bringing
greater profile for the churches concerned and a growth in their membership. They
are a way of removing the ‘strangeness’ many people can feel about church build-
ings, of bringing the church – meaning both members and building – closer to the
community. Someone visiting a church regularly to buy their stamps, collect their
benefit or share a cup of coffee is less likely to be overawed by the thought of attend-
ing a Sunday service.
When churches work ecumenically – or, better still, on an inter-faith basis – their
effectiveness has the potential to be even greater than when they go it alone. They
will also demonstrate, in their collaboration and partnership, the common good
itself, which is created precisely as people come together across their divisions.
The common good involves listening to people with whom we disagree, perhaps
profoundly, recognising that we all have complementary skills and that without
each other we are impoverished and will be less likely to find sustainable solutions.
The common good is not about burying or politely ignoring differences: these need
to be aired, acknowledged, respected and discussed. But it is about discovering the
value of working together, across our differences, in the interests of all.
It is important to stress that the common good is ultimately not served by enter-
prises which might at one time have been labelled ‘charity’, or simply by volunteer-
ing and so on. Such action, while providing a vital life-line in many circumstances,
and certainly an outworking of the gospel imperative to ‘love our neighbour’, can, if
undertaken unreflectively, simply result in propping up unjust structures and bring
about no lasting change. The common good involves tackling the root of problems,
and so will take us beyond (for example) foodbanks to addressing the reasons why
they are needed in such a wealthy country as ours, beyond debt counselling to the
setting up of credit unions.
Classic enterprises for the common good will be community energy trusts, com-
munity banks, mutuals and other community projects like local bus services, invol-
ving people delivering to each other. These will promote collaboration between a
variety of ‘local associations’, including churches, to build power locally and
strengthen civil society. The community land trust model – which has worked
with great success in the USA – provides a ‘common good’ response to the
ongoing issue of unaffordable homes by enabling the local community to acquire
and retain ownership of land so that people only need to find the capital to buy
the house itself. As David Lammy comments, this model:
locks wealth into communities in a way that selling to private sector developers never
could, giving people a stake not just in society in general but in their neighbourhoods
in particular. (Lammy, 2011, p. 71)
So the common good is about rediscovering the value of civil society, those ‘inter-
mediate institutions’ between the market and the state which have sadly been wea-
kened by the culture of managerialism, regulation, targets and efficiency generated
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by the market and state. As the Anglican bishops noted in their letter for the general
election of 2015, these smaller civic bodies can play an important role in enabling
people to relate to each other on the basis of trust rather than according to rules.
‘When people work together within a common culture’, the bishops wrote:
it becomes possible to trust in their shared wisdom and avoid assuming that everyone is a
fool or a knave who must be constrained by regulations and protocols. (House of
Bishops, 2015, p. 35)
As we have noted, churches themselves are prime examples of intermediate insti-
tutions, as are mosques, synagogues, unions, professional and cultural associations
and other community bodies mentioned above. And social enterprise also sits
squarely within this vision for a new settlement for the common good, where
respect for human dignity is prioritised over a preoccupation with profit and
where ownership, power, risk and reward are shared and not concentrated.
The common good, then, is about people moving beyond a concern with their
own individual interest and harnessing their energy and relationships for a genuinely
public purpose. As we have noted, it involves collaboration and bridge building
across all divisions including religious, political and ideological. The papal encyclical
Gaudium et spes says that the common good may be understood as ‘the sum total of
social conditions which allow people, either as groups or as individuals, to reach
their fulfilment more fully and more easily’ (Pope Paul, 1965, p. 26) – and by
‘people’ it means everyone, with no one left behind or uninvolved.
Not all rural churches will feel equipped to initiate, or even support, local enter-
prise: as the writer clearly spells out, there are risks and hazards involved, and for
many this will be new and somewhat daunting territory. But every church can
become committed to the common good and can seek to equip their membership
to take up its practice. Those looking for some good basic resources should try
the website of T4CG, which has as one of its core aims helping to encourage and
resource local churches to work for the common good.1
While the common good is associated particularly with Catholic Social Teaching,
it is for the whole church, being essentially an expression of the commandment ‘to
love God with all one’s heart and one’s neighbour as oneself’, described by Jesus as
the greatest and the one upon which ‘hang all the law and the prophets’ (Matthew
22: 36–40; Mark 12: 28–31; cf. Romans 13: 8–10). Just as God’s people in exile in
Babylon were told, through the prophet Jeremiah, to ‘seek the welfare of the city…
for in its welfare you will find your welfare’ (Jeremiah 29: 7), so churches today
should seek the material and spiritual wellbeing of the people among whom they
are placed, the communities and individuals they are called to serve. In so doing
both they and their communities may be blessed.
Note
1 www.togetherforthecommongood.co.uk.
100 ANDREW BRADSTOCK
140
145
150
155
160
165
170
175
180
References
Davis, F., Paulhus, E., & Bradstock, A. (2008).Moral, but no compass: Government, Church and the future of
welfare. Chelmsford: Matthew James.
Griffiths, B. (2015). Markets and the common good. In N. Sagovsky & P. McGail (Eds.), Together for the
common good: Towards a national conversation (pp. 139–152). London: SCM.
House of Bishops. (2015). Who is my neighbour? A letter from the House of Bishops. London: Church House
Publishing.
Lammy, D. (2011). Out of the ashes: Britain after the riots. London: Guardian Books.
Pope Francis. (2015). Laudato si: On care for our common home. Rome: Vatican.
Pope Paul. (1965). Guardium et spes. Rome: Vatican.
Reed, E. D. (2015). Wealth and common good. In N. Sagovsky & P. McGail (Eds.), Together for the common
good: Towards a national conversation (pp. 49–64). London: SCM.
Sinclair, J. (2015). Practising the common good: Building community. Address to the 4th ACTA (A Call to
Action) National Conference, Leeds, 31 October 2015. Retrieved January 31, 2016, from http://together
forthecommongood.co.uk/files/images/Documents/JS%20ACTA%20conference%2031Oct15%20Final%
20with%20intro.pdf
Notes on contributor
Andrew Bradstock is convener of the Centre for Theology and Religion in Public
Life (TRiPL) at the University of Winchester. His previous posts include Secretary
for Church and Society with the United Reformed Church and, from 2009 to
2013, Howard Paterson Professor of Theology and Public Issues at the University
of Otago. He has worked on issues affecting rural churches in both the UK and
New Zealand.
Correspondence to: Andrew Bradstock, University of Winchester, UK. Email:
Andrew.bradstock@winchester.ac.uk
A THEOLOGICAL RESPONSE TO JERRY MARSHALL 101
185
190
195
200
205
210
215
220
225
230
